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1
REDUCING SWITCHING VARIATION IN
MAGNETORESISTIVE DEVICES

TECHNICAL FIELD

The disclosure herein relates generally to magnetoresistive
devices and more particularly to the manufacture of such
devices in a manner that reduces switching variation in such
devices.

BACKGROUND

Magnetoresistive memory devices store information by
varying the resistance across the memory device such that a
read current through a memory cell in the memory device will
result in a voltage drop having a magnitude that is based on
the information stored in the memory cell. For example, in
certain magnetic memory devices, the voltage drop across a
magnetic tunnel junction (MTJ) can be varied based on the
relative magnetic states of the magnetic layers within the
memory cell. In such memory devices, there is typically a
portion of the memory cell that has a fixed magnetic state and
another portion that has a free magnetic state that is controlled
to be either parallel or antiparallel to the fixed magnetic state.
Because the resistance through the memory cell changes
based on whether the free portion is parallel or antiparallel to
the fixed portion, information can be stored by setting the
orientation of the free portion. The information is later
retrieved by sensing the orientation of the free portion. Such
magnetic memory devices are well known in the art.

Writing magnetic memory cells can be accomplished by
sending a spin-polarized write current through the memory
device where the angular momentum carried by the spin-
polarized current can change the magnetic state of the free
portion. One of ordinary skill in the art understands that such
a current can either be directly driven through the memory
cell or can be the result of applying one or more voltages
where the applied voltages result in the desired current.
Depending on the direction of the current through the
memory cell, the resulting magnetization of the free portion
will either be parallel or antiparallel to the fixed portion. If the
parallel orientation represents a logic “0”, the antiparallel
orientation may represent a logic “1”, or vice versa. Thus, the
direction of write current flow through the memory cell deter-
mines whether the memory cell is written to a first state or a
second state. Such memory devices are often referred to as
spin torque transfer memory devices. In such memories, the
magnitude of the write current is typically greater than the
magnitude of a read current used to sense the information
stored in the memory cells.

Manufacturing magnetoresistive devices, including MTJ
devices, includes a sequence of processing steps during
which many layers of materials are deposited and then pat-
terned to form a magnetoresistive stack and the electrodes
used to provide electrical connections to the magnetoresistive
stack. The magnetoresistive stack includes the various layers
that make up the free and fixed portions of the device as well
as one or more dielectric layers that provide at least one the
tunnel junction for the MTJ device. In many instances, the
layers of material are very thin, on the order of a few or tens
of angstroms. Similarly, the dimensions of such layers after
patterning and etching are extremely small, and small devia-
tions or imperfections during processing can have a signifi-
cant impact on device performance.

Because an MRAM device may include thousands or mil-
lions of MTJ elements, precise processing steps used in
manufacturing the devices can contribute to increased densi-
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ties by allowing devices to be placed in close proximity with-
out unwanted interaction. Moreover, such accurate process-
ing helps to minimize deviations in device characteristics,
such as switching voltages, across devices included in the
MRAM. Therefore, it is desirable to provide techniques for
manufacturing such devices that support increased densities
and promote minimizing the variance of certain characteris-
tics amongst devices.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIGS. 1-7 illustrate cross-sectional views of layers
included in a magnetoresistive device during different stages
of'the manufacturing of the magnetoresistive device in accor-
dance with an exemplary embodiment; and

FIGS. 8-10 are flow charts of methods of manufacturing a
magnetoresistive device in accordance with exemplary
embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The following detailed description is merely illustrative in
nature and is not intended to limit the embodiments of the
subject matter or the application and uses of such embodi-
ments. Any implementation described herein as exemplary is
not necessarily to be construed as preferred or advantageous
over other implementations.

For simplicity and clarity of illustration, the figures depict
the general structure and/or manner of construction of the
various embodiments. Descriptions and details of well-
known features and techniques may be omitted to avoid
unnecessarily obscuring other features. Elements in the fig-
ures are not necessarily drawn to scale: the dimensions of
some features may be exaggerated relative to other elements
to improve understanding of the example embodiments. For
example, one of ordinary skill in the art appreciates that the
cross-sectional views are not drawn to scale and should not be
viewed as representing proportional relationships between
different layers. The cross-sectional views are provided to
help illustrate the processing steps performed by simplifying
the various layers to show their relative positioning. More-
over, while certain layers and features are illustrated with
straight 90-degree edges, in actuality or practice such layers
may be more “rounded” and gradually sloping.

The terms “comprise,” “include,” “have” and any varia-
tions thereof are used synonymously to denote non-exclusive
inclusion. The term “exemplary” is used in the sense of
“example,” rather than “ideal.”

During the course of this description, like numbers may be
used to identify like elements according to the different fig-
ures that illustrate the various exemplary embodiments.

For the sake of brevity, conventional techniques related to
semiconductor processing may not be described in detail
herein. The exemplary embodiments may be fabricated using
known lithographic processes. The fabrication of integrated
circuits, microelectronic devices, micro electro mechanical
devices, microfluidic devices, and photonic devices involves
the creation of several layers of materials that interact in some
fashion. One or more of these layers may be patterned so
various regions of the layer have different electrical or other
characteristics, which may be interconnected within the layer
orto other layers to create electrical components and circuits.
These regions may be created by selectively introducing or
removing various materials. The patterns that define such
regions are often created by lithographic processes. For
example, a layer of photoresist is applied onto a layer over-
lying a wafer substrate. A photo mask (containing clear and
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opaque areas) is used to selectively expose the photoresist by
a form of radiation, such as ultraviolet light, electrons, or
x-rays. Either the photoresist exposed to the radiation, or that
not exposed to the radiation, is removed by the application of
a developer. The underlying layer, not protected by the
remaining resist, can then be etched such that the layer over-
lying the substrate is patterned. Alternatively, an additive
process can be used in which a structure is built up using the
photoresist as a template.

There are many inventions described and illustrated herein,
as well as many aspects and embodiments of those inventions.
In one aspect, the described embodiments relate to, among
other things, methods of manufacturing a magnetoresistive-
based device having one or more electrically conductive elec-
trodes or conductors on either side of a magnetic material
stack. As described in further detail below, the magnetic
material stack may include many different layers of material,
where some of the layers include magnetic materials, whereas
others do not. In some embodiments, the methods of manu-
facturing include forming the layers for the magnetoresistive
device and then masking and etching those layers to produce
a magnetic tunnel junction (MTJ) device. Examples of MTJ
devices include transducers such as electromagnetic sensors
as well as memory cells.

Magnetoresistive devices are typically formed to include a
top electrode and a bottom electrode that permit access to the
device by allowing for connectivity to other circuit elements.
Between the electrodes is a set of layers, including a fixed
layer and a free layer on either side of a dielectric layer that
forms a tunnel barrier. In some embodiments, the fixed layer
achieves its fixed magnetization based on interaction with an
antiferromagnetic material. In other embodiments, the fixed
magnetization may be achieved through other means, includ-
ing the manner in which the fixed layer was formed, shape
anisotropy, etc. In manufacturing such magnetoresistive
devices, a set of layers is first deposited on the wafer and then
patterned and etched in multiple steps to define the electrodes
and the various layers in between. Some of the materials
included in the layers within the magnetoresistive device are
susceptible to degradation during reactive etching or other
manufacturing. Such degradation can be detrimental as it may
interfere with subsequent processing steps or the magnetic
behavior of the device once completed. In particular, mag-
netic debris resulting from etching or surface treatment
operations can result in micro-pinning sites in the magnetore-
sistive device structure, where such micro-pinning sites can
affect the magnetic characteristics of certain layers, and
thereby affect the switching behavior of the magnetoresistive
device. Similarly, abnormalities or imperfections within
magnetic layers of the magnetoresistive stack can also nega-
tively impact the switching characteristics of the device. The
impact of such micro-pinning sites or other imperfections can
cause deviations in the switching characteristics amongst a
large number of devices included together in an array, such as
in an MRAM. In other words, for a large group of memory
cells in an array, the amount of voltage or current required to
cause each of the cells to switch can vary significantly. Such
a wide distribution of switching characteristics amongst the
devices is undesirable as it makes accurate storage and
retrieval of information more difficult. Furthermore, these
micro-pinning sites or other imperfections can also cause
increased variability among the cells in their susceptibility to
unintended switching by random thermal disturbances of the
free layer magnetic moment, thereby compromising the non-
volatility of the MRAM over time.

In order to avoid undesirable impacts on magnetic layers
included in the magnetoresistive device stack structure, one
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technique described herein provides for rendering magnetic
debris, which results from device processing, nonmagnetic.
Rendering the magnetic debris non-magnetic lessens its
potential impact on the magnetic layers and magnetic char-
acteristics of the device. Another technique described herein
utilizes post-processing annealing in the presence of a mag-
netic field to help clean up the magnetic layers and magnetic
characteristics of the device. As described in more detail
below, such post-processing annealing can take place at vari-
ous points in time with in the device manufacturing process.
For example, the post-processing annealing may occur after a
portion of the magnetoresistive stack has been etched (e.g.
just before or after the tunnel barrier is defined), after the
entire device is fully-formed and encapsulated, or at multiple
points during the process based on the composition and rela-
tive positioning of the layers within the device.

FIG. 1 illustrates a cross-sectional view of a partially
formed magnetoresistive device disposed on a substrate 102.
The cross-sectional view shows a plurality of layers, where
each of the layers is formed, deposited, grown, sputtered, or
otherwise provided. The layers may be deposited using any
technique now known or later developed. The simplified
cross-sectional view presented in FIG. 1 includes electrically
conductive layer 110, lower magnetic material layer 120,
dielectric layer 130, upper magnetic material layer 140,
dielectric layer 150, spacer layer 160, electrically conductive
layer 170, hard mask layer 180, and patterned photoresist
layer 190. The patterned photoresist layer 190 may be depos-
ited and patterned using any technique now known or later
developed, for example, well known conventional deposition
and lithographic techniques.

The electrically conductive layers 110 and 170 provide the
material used to define the top and bottom electrodes for the
magnetoresistive device. While illustrated to include example
layers 120-160, the remaining layers within the magnetore-
sistive stack may include a number of different layers of both
magnetic and nonmagnetic material. For example, the layers
may include multiple layers of magnetic material, dielectric
layers that provide one or more tunnel barriers or diffusion
barriers, coupling layers between layers of magnetic material
that provide for ferromagnetic or antiferromagnetic coupling,
one or more layers of anti-ferromagnetic material, as well as
other layers utilized in magnetoresistive stacks as currently
known or later developed. For example, the lower layer of
magnetic material may include a set of layers forming a
synthetic antiferromagnetic structure (SAF), the dielectric
layer 130 may correspond to a tunnel barrier, and the upper
magnetic material layer 140 may include a set of layers cor-
responding to a synthetic ferromagnetic structure (SYF). In
another embodiment, the lower layer of magnetic material
120 may include a SAF structure as well as a layer of antifer-
romagnetic material that provides a reference magnetic field
for the SAF structure. Notably, each of the layers shown to be
included in the magnetoresistive device may be a composite
layer that includes multiple sub-layers. Other embodiments
may include multiple SAFs, SYFs, and tunnel barriers in
addition to the other layers, where the materials and structures
are arranged in various combinations and permutations now
known or later developed. Furthermore, once etched into
patterned bits, the magnetic layers 120 and 140 may have
their easy axis of magnetization oriented either in the plane of
the thin films or perpendicular to the plane of the thin films.

In FIG. 2, the cross-sectional view of FIG. 1 is updated to
reflect the formation of the top electrode 172 from the elec-
trically conductive layer 170 as well as the further definition
of'the spacer layer 160 to form the etched spacer layer portion
162 of the stack, the further definition of the dielectric layer
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150 to form a diffusion barrier 152 ofthe stack, and the further
definition of the upper magnetic material layer 140 to form
the upper magnetic portion 142 of the stack. Each of these
formation steps may be accomplished using known or later
developed techniques, including various etching techniques
that rely on appropriate etching materials to define the various
layers. For example, the top electrode 172 may be formed
using a two-step etch process such as that described in co-
pending U.S. patent application Ser. No. 14/296,181 entitled
“Method for Top Electrode Etch in a Magnetoresistive Device
and Devices Manufactured Using Same,”, which is incorpo-
rated by reference herein. In other embodiments, the top
electrode 172 is formed using other techniques, both known
and later developed.

In one embodiment the upper magnetic portion 142 of the
stack structure corresponds to the free layer, or free portion, of
the stack structure. In such an embodiment, the upper mag-
netic portion 142 may be a SYF structure that includes mul-
tiple magnetic layers and one or more associated coupling
layers. Such SYF structures are well known in the art. In other
embodiments, the upper magnetic portion 142 may corre-
spond to the fixed layer, or fixed portion, of the stack struc-
ture. In such embodiments, the fixed layer may include a SAF
structure, or some other layer of magnetic material that has a
fixed magnetic orientation. Like SYF structures, SAF struc-
tures are also well known in the art.

In FIG. 3, the cross-sectional view illustrated reflects side-
wall roughness 202 that may result from the etching processes
used to form the etched layers shown in FIG. 2. The sidewall
roughness 202 may include magnetic debris that can nega-
tively impact the switching characteristics of the device.
Moreover, the sidewall roughness 202 can include degrada-
tion of the layers etched, including upper magnetic layer
portion 142, diffusion barrier 152, and possibly spacer layer
162. In other words, the sidewall roughness 202 can represent
both debris remaining after etching that adheres to the side-
walls as well as imperfections or degradation within the
etched layers themselves that may be the result of the pro-
cessing performed.

In some embodiments, after etching the layers as shown in
FIG. 2, surface treatment, such as a physical etch, may be
used to clear at least some of the residual material and lessen
the impact of the sidewall roughness 202. The results of such
surface treatment are shown in FIG. 4, where the sidewall
roughness 202 has been reduced, but where residual material
212 is still present. The surface treatment, which may be
referred to as “backsputtering,” can itself negatively impact
the layers that the surface treatment is intended to clean up.
Residual material 212 represents any remaining residual
debris that was not fully cleared as well as any new debris
resulting from the surface treatment itself. For example, the
surface treatment may degrade or otherwise negatively
impact the dielectric layer 130, which serves as the tunnel
barrier for the magnetoresistive device. The surface treatment
may also negatively impact the upper magnetic layer portion
142. The surface treatment may also pierce through the
dielectric layer 130 and damage or expose the underlying
magnetic layer 120. Because these layers are eventually ren-
dered inaccessible to further etching or other chemical treat-
ment, it is desirable to repair any such damage to the various
layers while they are still accessible (e.g. prior to encapsula-
tion).

One technique that helps to alleviate the effects of mag-
netic debris is to render that debris non-magnetic. FIG. 5
shows the cross-sectional view from FIG. 4 following expo-
sure of the partially-etched and surface-treated structure to
reactive gas or plasma. Such reactive gas or plasma may
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include non-magnetizing gas or non-magnetizing plasma that
reacts with the residual magnetic debris, thereby rendering
the magnetic debris nonmagnetic. Thus, as shown in FIG. 5,
the residual material 212 has been transformed into nonmag-
netic residual material 214. Examples of non-magnetizing
gas or non-magnetizing plasma used to demagnetize any
magnetic debris include O,, N,, and Cl,. By rendering the
debris non-magnetic, its potential influence on the magnetic
layers and switching characteristics of the device is reduced,
thereby helping to maintain uniform switching characteristics
across an array of such devices as individual devices are less
impacted by varying amounts of debris resulting from pro-
cessing.

FIG. 6 illustrates a cross-sectional view corresponding to
FIG. 5 following subsequent etching steps used to form the
tunnel barrier 132, the lower magnetic portion 122 of the
stack, and the bottom electrode 112. Formation of these mag-
netoresistive device portions may be accomplished using
techniques known or later developed. In other embodiments,
the techniques described in U.S. patent application Ser. No.
14/296,153 entitled “Isolation of Magnetic Layers During
Etch in a Magnetoresistive Device”. As discussed in applica-
tion Ser. No. 14/296,153, which is incorporated by reference
herein, the formation of these portions of the device can
include encapsulating the sidewalls of one or more of the
etched layers included in the magnetoresistive device stack
prior to subsequent etching operations. For example, the tun-
nel barrier 132 and a portion of the lower layer of magnetic
material 122 may be encapsulated prior to etching of the
bottom electrode 112. In embodiments in which the lower
layer of magnetic material includes anti-ferromagnetic mate-
rial, encapsulation of the tunnel barrier 132 and other layers
susceptible to degradation may occur prior to a corrosive etch
used to define the layer of anti-ferromagnetic material. Such
encapsulation may also protect the sidewalls of the encapsu-
lated layers from residual material resulting from etching the
layers underlying the encapsulated layers.

FIG. 7 illustrates a cross-sectional view corresponding to
FIG. 6 following encapsulation of the magnetoresistive
device with material 220. Material 220 may include hard
mask material or other forms of inert material that protect the
layers within the device and ensure they are not impacted by
any subsequent processing. In order to help repair any mag-
netic abnormalities within the various magnetic layers of the
magnetoresistive device, the structure shown in FIG. 7 may
be subjected to an annealing step in the presence of a mag-
netic field. Annealing operations expose the partially- or
fully-formed device to higher temperatures, and by heating
the device structure in the presence of such a magnetic field,
some or all of the magnetic disturbances that may have been
created within the magnetic layers during processing can be
corrected or neutralized. Such annealing improves the quality
of the layers in terms of their magnetic characteristics,
thereby improving the switching characteristics of the device
and reducing any variance in those switching characteristics
amongst multiple devices included in an array (e.g. in an
MRAM device).

In one embodiment, multiple annealing steps may be used
to remove discontinuities and pinning sites as well as estab-
lish magnetic orientations used as a reference for one or more
fixed layers. For example, following deposition of the layers
shown in FIG. 1, an initial annealing step may be used in order
to orient the magnetic pinning direction within one or more
anti-ferromagnetic layers included in the plurality of layers.
For example, if the lower layer of magnetic material 120
includes an antiferromagnetic layer used as a reference for a
fixed layer, an initial annealing step, which takes place prior
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to the etching and processing steps illustrated in FIGS. 2-7,
may be used to orient the pinning direction for the anti-
ferromagnetic layer. In view of the presence of the antiferro-
magnetic material, the magnetic field applied during this
initial annealing step may correspond to the desired magnetic
orientation for the antiferromagnetic layer. In such an
embodiment, any subsequent annealing, such as that per-
formed after some or all of the processing that defines the
magnetoresistive device structure, may utilize a different
temperature, different magnetic field, or different magnetic
field direction in order to best accomplish the desired result.
For example, an annealing step performed after the encapsu-
lation illustrated in FIG. 7 may use a lower temperature than
that used for the initial annealing step. Similarly, the magnetic
field used during the later annealing may be oriented along the
easy axis of the free layer in the magnetoresistive device stack
in order to better address any abnormalities included therein.

Notably, in other embodiments, multiple annealing steps
may be used where such annealing steps occur at various
stages in development of the magnetoresistive device stack.
For example, following encapsulation of a portion of the
magnetoresistive device structure, an annealing operation
may be used to help remove any discontinuities or pinning
sites developed through the etching operations and any
related surface treatment performed up to that point in the
device processing. Thus, while certain embodiments that
include annealing at particular times in the device formation
process are described in detail herein, it is contemplated that
annealing steps can be performed following some or all of the
device formation. Such annealing operations typically would
be performed with a magnetic field oriented along the easy
axis of the patterned free layer and can help improve the
magnetic characteristics of the various layers within the mag-
netoresistive device, including any free layers and fixed lay-
ers, thereby improving device performance. The direction of
the magnetic field applied during any of the annealing steps
described can either be oriented in the plane of the thin films
or perpendicular to the plane of the thin films as desired.

FIGS. 8-10 are flow charts that illustrate exemplary
embodiments of a method of manufacturing a magnetoresis-
tive device, where, in one example, the magnetoresistive
device is a spin-torque MTJ device included in an MRAM.
The operations included in the flow charts may represent only
a portion of the overall process used to manufacture the
device. The various tasks performed in connection with the
methods of FIGS. 8-10 may be performed by software, hard-
ware, firmware, or any combination thereof. For illustrative
purposes, the following description of the methods in FIGS.
8-10 may refer to elements mentioned above in connection
with FIGS. 1-7. In practice, portions of methods may be
performed by different elements of the described system, e.g.,
aprocessor, a display element, or a data communication com-
ponent. It should be appreciated that methods may include
any number of additional or alternative tasks, the tasks shown
in FIGS. 8-10 need not be performed in the illustrated order,
and the methods may be incorporated into a more compre-
hensive procedure or process having additional functionality
not described in detail herein. Moreover, one or more of the
tasks shown in FIGS. 8-10 could be omitted from an embodi-
ment as long as the intended overall functionality remains
intact.

FIG. 8 illustrates a flow chart of a portion of the magne-
toresistive device manufacturing process. Not shown in FIG.
8 is the deposition of the various layers making up the device,
orany pre-etching annealing steps that may occur to orient the
magnetization of any antiferromagnetic layers included in the
device stack. At 302 an upper layer of electrically conductive
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material is etched to form a top electrode. At 304 at least one
magnetic layer included in the magnetoresistive stack is
etched to produce a partially etched stack. As noted above, the
device stack for the magnetoresistive device includes many
different layers, some of which are magnetic and others of
which are not. Moreover, before reaching the magnetic layer
etched at 304, a spacer layer under the upper layer of electri-
cally conductive material may be etched to form an etched
spacer layer and a second dielectric layer under the spacer
layer may be etched to form an etched site second dielectric
layer that serves as a diffusion barrier. Such layers, while not
necessarily present, are illustrated in the cross-sectional
views presented in FIGS. 1-7. The etching performed at 304
may include etching one or more magnetic layers included in
a SYF or SAF structure that is part of the free or fixed portion
of the device stack.

As also discussed above in the context of FIGS. 1-7, fol-
lowing the etching of the upper magnetic layer, a surface
treatment may be performed at 306 (e.g. “backsputtering”) in
order to clear away undesirable material and produce a treated
partially etched stack. However, as also noted above, such
surface treatment may result in magnetic debris remaining
behind as well as new magnetic debris being generated based
on the surface treatment itself. Thus, at 308 the treated par-
tially etched stack is exposed to non-magnetizing material,
such as one or more of a non-magnetizing gas and a non-
magnetizing plasma. Through such exposure, some or all of
the magnetic debris is rendered nonmagnetic, thereby reduc-
ing its potential impact on device performance.

At 310, after exposure of the partially etched stack to the
gas or plasma, some or all of the resulting partially etched
stack is encapsulated. For example, the exposed sidewalls of
the layers etched thus far may be encapsulated. Encapsulation
may include exposing the sidewalls to a reactive gas (passi-
vation) or depositing a layer of liner material on the sidewalls.
In the case of exposing the sidewalls to a reactive gas, this may
include oxidizing the sidewalls, nitridizing the sidewalls, or
exposing the sidewalls to a corrosive gas to provide controlled
corrosion of the sidewalls. In the case of depositing a layer of
liner material on the sidewalls, the liner material is preferably
anon-magnetic dielectric material that insulates the sidewalls
from further etching steps. In another example, the majority
or all of the device layers are etched prior to encapsulation
such that the completed device is encapsulated in its entirety.
In such an example, a hard mask material such as SiO, may be
used to encapsulate the device.

At 312, an annealing operation is performed in the pres-
ence of a magnetic field. As discussed above, the annealing
operation exposes the partially or fully formed device to high
heat levels in the presence of a magnetic field that can help
mitigate any magnetic defects present in the device after the
processing operations that have been thus-far performed. As
also noted above, it may be appropriate to limit the tempera-
ture of such annealing operations based on which layers have
already been fully formed within the device structure. For
example, layers within the magnetoresistive device stack are
often very thin and susceptible to degradation in high heat
environments. As such, it may be appropriate to limit the
temperature of the anneal operation to be less than that used
during any annealing that occurs before etching to define the
device structure begins. For example, latter annealing opera-
tions preferably utilize a temperature less than 300° C. In
other embodiments, based on, for example, the materials
included in the layers and their dimensions, a temperature of
less than 250° C. is more preferred. In yet other embodiments,
the device materials and structure may result in an appropriate
anneal temperature of less than 200° C. Using such lower
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temperatures for the annealing operations helps to minimize
interaction between the different layers within the partially or
fully formed magnetoresistive device structure.

As illustrated in 314, 316, and 318, additional etching,
encapsulation, and annealing may occur during the device
formation process. Thus, assuming that the encapsulation and
annealing at 310 and 312 occurs prior to completion of the
etching operations corresponding to the magnetoresistive
device formation, additional etching, encapsulation, and
annealing can occur during processing of the subsequent
underlying layers within the magnetoresistive device struc-
ture. For example, annealing may occur immediately after the
etching up to or including the tunnel junction, after hard mask
deposition used to pattern the etching of the lower magnetic
layer and bottom electrode, after portions of the etching pro-
cess used to define the lower magnetic layer, after the defini-
tion of the bottom electrode, or after all processing aspects
corresponding to the magnetoresistive device have been com-
pleted. Encapsulation of the various portions of the device
may be performed prior to such annealing steps to help mini-
mize any potential negative impact of the annealing steps on
vulnerable layers. Thus, the annealing operation or opera-
tions targeted at improving the magnetic characteristics of the
device can occur at various points in time within the process-
ing of the magnetoresistive device. The timing of such
annealing operations may be selected to coincide with a point
in time at which susceptible layers have been protected
through encapsulation or other means, while layers expected
to be improved by the annealing are ripe for such improve-
ment.

FIG. 9 illustrates a flow chart of a portion of the magne-
toresistive device manufacturing process. At 402, a lower
layer of electrically conductive material is deposited on a
substrate. At 404, a plurality of stack layers are deposited on
the lower layer of electrically conductive material. The plu-
rality of stack layers include layers of magnetic material and
at least one dielectric layer corresponding to a tunnel junc-
tion. As discussed above, additional spacer layers and anti-
ferromagnetic layers may also be included within the stack
layers, along with other layers of material known or later
found to be useful in such stacks in magnetoresistive devices.
Inone example embodiment, the deposition performed at 404
includes depositing an antiferromagnetic layer, a set of layers
corresponding to a SAF structure, a dielectric layer corre-
sponding to a tunnel barrier, a set of layers corresponding to
a SYF structure, a dielectric layer corresponding to a diffu-
sion barrier, and a spacer layer.

At406, an upper layer of electrically conductive material is
deposited on the plurality of stack layers to form a partially
formed device. As discussed above, the upper and lower
layers of electrically conductive material provide the material
used to form the top and bottom electrodes that allow access
to the magnetoresistive device by other circuitry. Following
deposition of the upper layer of electrically conductive mate-
rial, a hard mask layer and a patterned layer of photoresist
may be formed on top of the upper layer of electrically con-
ductive material in order to allow the underlying layers to
begin to be defined and etched.

At 408, a first annealing operation is performed in the
presence of a first magnetic field. The first annealing opera-
tion may be performed prior to or after hard mask and pho-
toresist formation. In one embodiment, the first annealing
operation helps in orienting the pinning direction of one or
more antiferromagnetic layers included in the stack layers. In
such an example, the magnetic field provided during the first
annealing operation is preferably directed in the desired
direction of pinning of the antiferromagnetic material. In
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some embodiments, because the various layers within the
stack have not yet been further defined, it may be possible to
use higher temperatures during this initial annealing opera-
tion than those temperatures that may be used in subsequent
annealing operations directed at correcting any magnetic
defects resulting from device processing. Typical parameters
for the first anneal in step 408 may include temperatures of
240 C-350C for times of 30 minutes to 4 hours in the presence
of'a magnetic field of strength 5000 Oe or greater.

At 410, at least a first portion of the partially formed device
is etched. The etching performed at 410 can include etching
the upper layer of electrically conductive material to form a
top electrode, etching at least one magnetic layer included in
the magnetoresistive stack, and etching one or more dielectric
layers in order to produce etched dielectric layers that may
constitute a diffusion barrier or a tunnel junction. Following
the etching performed at 410, surface treatment of the par-
tially etched stack may occur to produce a treated partially
etched stack. After treatment, the partially etched stack may
be exposed to non-magnetizing gas or plasma to render any
magnetic debris nonmagnetic.

At 412, a second annealing operation is performed in the
presence of a second magnetic field. As discussed above, the
second annealing operation may be performed after a partial
etch of the stack or once the entirety of the magnetoresistive
device has been formed. Prior to such a subsequent annealing
operations, encapsulation of any susceptible layers may occur
in order to ensure they are not degraded by the annealing
process. As also discussed above, while the flow chart of FIG.
9 shows two annealing operations performed, additional
annealing operations may occur during device processing.
The second annealing operation performed at 412, when per-
formed following definition of sensitive portions of the device
(e.g. the tunnel barrier), may include annealing using a lower
temperature. For example, a temperature under 300° C. may
be appropriate in some embodiments, while in other embodi-
ments a temperature within a range between 190° C. and 200°
C. may be more appropriate. The temperature selected should
coincide with achieving the goal of repairing magnetic
defects while minimizing negative effects on other aspects of
the magnetoresistive device. Moreover, the magnetic field
applied during the second annealing step may be different
than that applied during the first annealing step. For example,
while the first annealing step may be directed at orienting
antiferromagnetic or other fixed layers within the device
structure, the second annealing step may apply a magnetic
field along the easy access of a free layer within the device.

FIG. 10 illustrates a flow chart of a portion of the magne-
toresistive device manufacturing process. At 502, an upper
layer of electrically conductive material is etched to form a
top electrode. As noted above, the top electrode can be formed
using a number of different techniques. At 504, a spacer layer
is etched to form an etched spacer layer included in the device
stack. The spacer layer is located under the upper layer of
electrically conductive material. At 506, a first dielectric layer
is etched to form an etched first dielectric layer included in the
device stack. In one embodiment, the first dielectric layer is
located directly under and adjacent to the spacer layer etched
at504. In some embodiments, the first dielectric layer is used
to form a diffusion barrier within the magnetoresistive device
stack.

At 508, an upper magnetic layer is etched to form an upper
magnetic portion of the device stack. The upper magnetic
layer is under the first dielectric layer, and may include a
plurality of sub-layers, including magnetic layers, nonmag-
netic layers, coupling layers, etc. At 510, following the etch-
ing of the upper magnetic layer at 508, surface treatment of
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the partially etched magnetoresistive device stack is per-
formed. As noted above, the surface treatment can include a
reactive etch, sometimes referred to as backsputtering. As
also noted above, the surface treatment, while intended to
repair certain defects or damage resulting from previous etch-
ing steps, may itself result in additional magnetic debris.

At 512, the magnetic debris resulting from the surface
treatment or other etching steps is exposed to non-magnetiz-
ing material. The non-magnetizing material may include non-
magnetizing gas or plasma. As a result of the exposure, the
magnetic debris is rendered nonmagnetic.

At 514, a second dielectric layer is etched to form a tunnel
junction in the device stack. As noted above, prior to or after
formation of the tunnel junction, encapsulation may be used
to protect the sidewalls or other exposed portions of the lay-
ers. At 516, a lower magnetic layer is etched to form a lower
magnetic portion of the device stack. As discussed above, the
lower magnetic layer may include a number of sub-layers, for
example those corresponding to a SAF structure. At 518, a
lower layer of electrically conductive material is etched to
form a bottom electrode.

At 520, material that encapsulates the device stack and the
top and bottom electrodes is deposited. For example, hard
mask material may be used to perform the encapsulation.
Following encapsulation at 520, an annealing operation is
performed at 522, where the annealing operation is performed
in the presence of a magnetic field. In some embodiments, the
magnetoresistive device stack includes a layer of antiferro-
magnetic material. In such embodiments, a pre-etch anneal
operation performed prior to etching the upper magnetic layer
may be used to help orient the magnetic field of the antifer-
romagnetic layer. In such instances the pre-etch magnetic
field used in such a pre-etch anneal operation may be in a
direction corresponding to a magnetization direction for the
layer of antiferromagnetic material. In such embodiments,
the magnetic field present in the annealing operation at 522
may be directed differently, as it is more concerned with
correcting anomalies or defects produced during processing
as opposed to providing an initial orientation for the antifer-
romagnetic layer.

As noted above, the annealing operation performed after
completion ofthe device formation or after certain processing
steps helps to improve the quality of certain device layers
layers in terms of their magnetic characteristics. As magne-
toresistive device structures continue to shrink in size, small
imperfections or magnetic abnormalities can become more
significant and have a greater impact on the switching char-
acteristics of the magnetoresistive devices. As such, such a
subsequent annealing steps that improve the magnetic char-
acteristics of the devices can have a significant positive
impact on device performance.

As also presented herein, combining annealing operations
with exposure of residual magnetic debris to non-magnetiz-
ing materials can further help in optimizing magnetoresistive
device performance. For example, by rendering debris non-
magnetic, variations in switching voltages corresponding to a
plurality of magnetoresistive bits in a memory array can be
reduced. Variations in the susceptibility of the free layer mag-
netic moments to undesired thermal disturbs can also be
reduced. It should be appreciated that while presented as
complementary, the annealing operations and de-magnetiz-
ing of the debris can be used independently as each presents
beneficial results with or without the presence of the other.

Although the described exemplary embodiments disclosed
herein are directed to various magnetoresistive-based devices
and methods for making same, the present disclosure is not
necessarily limited to the exemplary embodiments, which
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illustrate inventive aspects that are applicable to a wide vari-
ety of semiconductor processes and/or devices. Thus, the
particular embodiments disclosed above are illustrative only
and should not be taken as limitations, as the embodiments
may be modified and practiced in different but equivalent
manners apparent to those skilled in the art having the benefit
of the teachings herein. Accordingly, the foregoing descrip-
tion is not intended to limit the disclosure to the particular
form set forth, but on the contrary, is intended to cover such
alternatives, modifications and equivalents as may be
included within the spirit and scope of the inventions as
defined by the appended claims so that those skilled in the art
should understand that they can make various changes, sub-
stitutions and alterations without departing from the spirit and
scope of the inventions in their broadest form.

What is claimed is:
1. A method of manufacturing a magnetoresistive based
device, comprising:
depositing a lower layer of electrically conductive material
on a substrate;
depositing a plurality of stack layers corresponding to a
magnetoresistive stack on the lower layer of electrically
conductive material, wherein the plurality of stack lay-
ers includes layers of magnetic material and at least one
dielectric layer corresponding to a tunnel junction;
depositing an upper layer of electrically conductive mate-
rial on the plurality of stack layers to form a partially
formed device;
performing a first annealing operation with respect to the
partially formed device, wherein the first anneal opera-
tion is performed in the presence of a first magnetic field;
etching at least a first portion of the partially formed device
to form an etched partially formed device; and
performing a second annealing operation with respect to
the etched partially formed device, wherein the second
anneal operation is performed in the presence of a sec-
ond magnetic field.
2. The method of claim 1, wherein etching at least a first
portion of the partially formed device includes:
etching the upper layer of electrically conductive material
to form a top electrode; and
etching at least one magnetic layer included in the magne-
toresistive stack to produce a partially etched stack.
3. The method of claim 2 further comprising:
after etching at least one magnetic layer included in the
magnetoresistive stack:
performing a surface treatment of the partially etched stack
to produce a treated partially etched stack;
exposing the treated partially etched stack to at least one of
gas and plasma that renders residual material non-mag-
netic;
after exposing the partially etched stack, encapsulating the
partially etched stack; and
etching the lower layer of electrically conductive material
to form a bottom electrode, wherein the second anneal-
ing operation is performed after encapsulating.
4. The method of claim 3 further includes:
after etching the at least one magnetic layer and prior to
exposing the partially etched stack to one of non-mag-
netizing gas and non-magnetizing plasma, etching a
dielectric layer included in the magnetoresistive stack to
form an etched dielectric layer included in the magne-
toresistive device stack.
5. The method of claim 3 further comprising performing a
third anneal operation after etching the lower layer of electri-
cally conductive material.
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6. The method of claim 1 further comprising etching the
lower layer of electrically conductive material to form a bot-
tom electrode, wherein the second annealing operation is
performed after etching the lower layer of electrically con-
ductive material.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein performing the second
annealing operation includes performing the second anneal-
ing operation using a lower temperature than a higher tem-
perature used during the first annealing process.

8. The method of claim 7, wherein the lower temperature is
less than 300 degrees Celsius.

9. The method of claim 7, wherein the lower temperature is
less than 200 degrees Celsius.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the first magnetic field
is in a different direction than the second magnetic field.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the second magnetic
field is in a direction corresponding to an easy axis of a free
layer included in the magnetoresistive stack.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein magnetoresistive
stack includes a layer of antiferromagnetic material, and
wherein the first magnetic field is in a direction corresponding
to amagnetization direction for the layer of antiferromagnetic
material.

13. A method of manufacturing a magnetoresistive based
device, comprising:

etching an upper layer of electrically conductive material

to form a top electrode;
etching an upper magnetic layer under the upper layer of
electrically conductive material to form an upper mag-
netic portion of a magnetoresistive device stack;

etching a first dielectric layer under the upper magnetic
layer to form a tunnel junction included in the magne-
toresistive device stack;

etching a bottom magnetic layer under the first dielectric

layer to form a bottom magnetic portion of the magne-
toresistive device stack;

etching a lower layer of electrically conductive material to

form a bottom electrode;

encapsulating sidewalls of at least a portion of the magne-

toresistive device stack; and

after encapsulating, performing an annealing operation in

the presence of a magnetic field.

14. The method of claim 13, wherein encapsulating side-
walls further comprises depositing a hard mask layer that
encapsulates the magnetoresistive device stack.

15. The method of claim 13 further comprising rendering
magnetic debris non-magnetic prior to encapsulating.

16. The method of claim 15 further comprising performing
surface treatment after etching the upper magnetic layer and
before rendering magnetic debris non-magnetic.

17. The method of claim 15 further comprising:

etching a spacer layer under the upper layer of electrically

conductive material to form an etched spacer layer
included in the magnetoresistive device stack; and
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etching a second dielectric layer under the spacer layer to
form an etched second dielectric layer included in the
magnetoresistive device stack.

18. A method of manufacturing a magnetoresistive based
device, comprising:

etching an upper layer of electrically conductive material

to form a top electrode;

etching a spacer layer under the upper layer of electrically

conductive material to form an etched spacer layer
included in a magnetoresistive device stack;

etching a first dielectric layer under the spacer layer to form

an etched first dielectric layer included in the magne-
toresistive device stack;

etching an upper magnetic layer under the first dielectric

layer to form an upper magnetic portion of the magne-
toresistive device stack;

performing surface treatment after etching the upper mag-

netic layer, the surface treatment resulting in magnetic
debris;

rendering magnetic debris non-magnetic by exposing the

magnetic debris to non-magnetizing material;

etching a second dielectric layer under the upper magnetic

layer to form a tunnel junction included in the magne-
toresistive device stack;

etching a bottom magnetic layer under the second dielec-

tric layer to form a bottom magnetic portion of the mag-
netoresistive device stack; and

etching a lower layer of electrically conductive material to

form a bottom electrode.

19. The method of claim 18, further comprising:

depositing material that encapsulates the magnetoresistive

device stack, the top electrode, and the bottom electrode;
and

after depositing the material, performing an annealing

operation in the presence of a magnetic field.
20. The method of claim 19 further comprises:
performing a pre-etch anneal operation prior to etching the
upper magnetic layer, the pre-etch anneal operation per-
formed in the presence of a pre-etch magnetic field; and

etching a layer of antiferromagnetic material after the pre-
etch anneal operation to form an etched antiferromag-
netic portion of the magnetoresistive device stack,
wherein the pre-etch magnetic field is in a direction
corresponding to a magnetization direction for the layer
of antiferromagnetic material.

21. The method of claim 18, wherein rendering the mag-
netic debris non-magnetic further comprises exposing the
magnetic debris to at least one of a non-magnetizing gas and
a non-magnetizing plasma that renders the magnetic debris
non-magnetic.



